ISABELLAS MARRIAGE

late in the day.   Anyway, what's happened?  What do you need me
for?"

"Well, it's like this! My niece has made a fool of herself. She's
allowed herself to be seduced by a little adventurer. It's all the result
of this wonderful modern education. And now, you see, she's pregnant!
But don't keep on stopping like that! No, please, no sympathy! I
know very well what to think of it. And the boy's married, of course.
And the girl wants to keep the child."

"And I approve her for that," said Olivier.

"Yes. So do I. Her religious scruples do her honour, though they're
somewhat late in the day. But I don't quite know whether you realize
what it's going to mean. The scandal, the shame flaunted before all
Paris. And in my declining years which already don't look very gay, I
must confess . .. Besides, there's the little fool's own life to think of!
What can she ever hope for after a thing of this kind!"

"My poor friend! What are you going to do?"

Madame de La Monnerie took a deep breath.

"Well, there it is, Olivier," she said, "I want to ask you to do me
the service of marrying Isabelle."

"What?" cried the old gentleman.

This time he stood still for several seconds, took off his straw hat, and
wiped his forehead which had turned scarlet again.

"It's the only solution that has a hope of solving everyone's problem,"
went on Madame de La Monnerie, "if you are generous enough to
consent. And I believe you will consent, unless I'm mistaken in the
quality of your feelings for me. After all, my dear friend, you'll not
be making such a bad bargain. At our age we need looking after. The
child has made a fool of herself, of course, but that doesn't mean that
she's not an excellent housekeeper. And, when all's said and done, I
daresay you'll find it quite diverting."

He made no answer. They had come to the weeping willow. He
suggested sitting down, since his long legs were tired. He dusted the
green bench with his handkerchief, indicated the shady end of it to
Madame de La Monnerie, sat down with his hands hanging between
his knees, and gazed at the lake. An old black swan swam by, proud
as a galley.

"And what sort of figure would I cut at my age?" he said at last. "A
young woman, and then a child at once. The whole trick would be too
transparent."

"Perhaps, but the trick would at least be taken," replied Madame
de La Monnerie.

"Have you spoken to Isabelle of this?"

"No."

"Do you think she would agree?33 he asked.

"Oh, I can guarantee that!" cried Madame de La Monnerie.  "If
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